
Postal Subsides for the Press and the 
Business of Mass Culture, 1880-1920 

Low second-class postage made it easy for national magazines 
md regional newspapers to reach their readers in the late 
nineteenth century. But the Post Office and some members 
of Congress questioned the wisdom of a policy that enabled 
advertising-filled publications to circulate at subsidized rates. 
This article traces the &om to refbrm the postal policy govern- 
ing periodicals, which became enmeshed in Progressive Era 
debates about the value of mass culture and government’s role 
in promoting it. 

small, seeminglv inconpous,  provision of the 1917 War Rrvenue Ala restructured the rnd subsidy long enjoyed by newspapers 
and magzines. Stdl followed today, the policy set low postal rates 
on the reading matter of periodicals and higher rates on advertising 
contents, with postage for the latter calibrated to the distance maded. 
.Uthough no one expected this measure to contribute substantially 
to financing the war, it provoked neady as much debate AS steep t3x 
incre-ses on personal income, businesses, estates, and luxury items. 
That publishers agmted through their columns only p a d y  explains 
the in tense controversy surrounding the government subsidy that 
brought newspapers and magazines into millions of homes. Recog- 
nizing communication’s role as an agent of commerce and purveyor 
ofculture, many supporters of the postal reform hoped that it would 
bolster the smalI-town press in the fice of increasing competition f b m  
the national media, protect local retailers fiom large-scale merchan- 
disers, and, ultimately, stave off the incursions of an aggrandizing 
national culture that they found unsettling. - 

1 he mass circulation m a p i n e s  and city newspapers that emerged 
in the 1880s and flourished thereafter were highly visible ma~~ifesta- 
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tions of modern industrial society. In their scale of operations, editorid 
content, and advertisements, these periodicals both embodied and 
projected modern mass culture. Unlike the small-town press, m a  
circulation publications endeavored to reach regional or national 
audiences; increasingly, they were edited with an urban and subur- 
ban readership foremost in mind. The names and places in the n w  
thus grew physically and psychologcdly remote tiom readers. Sto- 
nes subtly reminded rural residents in particular that control of their 
lives lay in abstract forces operating fir beyond their communities. 
Although their contents sometimes paid homage to the virtues of 
quiet, small-town I&, the mass media’s central message in hct undercut 
these qualities. 1 

Advertising, more than m y  other feature of popular publications, 
semed s ;1 conduit o f the  industrial economy and its concomitant 
mass culture. Publishers increasingly conceived of their periodicals, 
especially mapzines, as extensions of the nation’s marketing system; 
delivering consumers to producers became their raison d’2tre. LModern 
advertising tried to inculcate the habits and virtues of consumption, 
helping to wean ,hencans  fi-om their nineteenth-century preoccu- 
pation with production. Ironically, stories that reminded readers of 
their declining control over public &in often were surrounded by 
advertisements for brand-name products promising increxed control 
over readers’ personal lives-more acceptable appearance, better h d t h ,  
and the like. By budding confidence in products, especially through 
brand Ioyalty, advertisements cultivated consumers’ trust in unseen, 
distant companies. Such corporations also reached directly into thou- 
sands of communities. Md-order houses bought space in smaJl-toLm 
newspapers-advertisements revealingly called “foreign’’ by editors- 
diverring income fiom I d  merchants. Combining elements of com- 
munication, culture, and commerce, turn-of-the-century advertising 
trumpeted a way of life welcomed by many but clearly not by all-2 

Those seekmg to minimize the disloations caused by soad change 
increasingly fought their battles in the arena of federal poky-making. 

I For a convenient summa? ofthe connection between mass culture and the business 
imperatives of the popular press, sec Richard Ohmann, ‘‘Where Did ,Mass Culture Come 
From? The Case of Magazines.” &r&shin h w w  16 (1981): 85-101; Sally F. Griffith, Homc 
T~rrm News: WiLILam .1Ih Whip a d  the &poria Guzetp (h’ew York, 1989). e ~ p .  part 3. 
For general discussions of the tensions benveen urban and rural culture in the late 18005, 
x e  Samuel P. H+s. 771c .&sp?nu a Indzmh, I885-1914 (Chicago, Ill., 1957); RIC Corm- - in :br .@ ofGpimfisr Trn~+mmim, ed. Steven Hahn and Jonathan Prude (Chapel 
Hill. N.C., 1983j. 3-21. 

* T. 1. Jackson Lean, “From Salvation to Self-RrdiLization: ;idvertisir.g and the Ther- 
apeutic Roots of the Consumer Culturc, 1850-1930,” in Thc Cultun afcmrrUmp~n: Crif- 
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B\’ the early twentieth century, Richard L. McCormick has noted, 
.&,twnmcnt explicitly took account of the clash of interests and 
&ioned definite means to adjust, regulate, and mitigate the come- 
+mces of social disharmony.” Restructuring the postal subsidy was 

bbniclms to adjust, regulate, and mitipte the consequences” of a 
immunication system that, using government resources, blanketed 
[he nation with the s)mbok and messages of an urban indusmal ~ T d e r . ~  
.ds industries centrally involved in the production a d  dissemination 
~t+blic culture, journalism and advertising certainly exercised “subtle 
p w e r  to assign meaning and significance to various c u l t ~ d  
ph~nomena .”~  The postal subsidy extended to publishing firms was 
tht: most obvious pressure point available to policymakers seehng to 
ionsrnin or redirect the cultunl thrust of the print media. 

On another l e d ,  restructuring the postal subsidy was regulatory 
in th;lt one segment of an industry tried to contain, however ineffec- 
mdy,  a competing v e n t .  ;Vtho@ most journalism hxstories, writ- 
ten with a libertarian bent, portray the press as engged in endless 
b;lttles against goveinment censorship, the contest that preoccupied 
most pubhshzn h e r  1880 was an intramural one: period~cals vied 
ni th  one mother for subscribers and, especially, for ad~er t i s ing .~  As 
businesses battling over postal policy, periodicals dvided along the 
Sxne dimensions-urbanlrud, regjon, and firm size-that chancter- 
ized intra-industry struggles in many fields. The 1917 postal reform 
represented a victory for small, mnl, mainly southern and midwestern 
pubht ions .  This interpretation comports with Robert Wiebe’s expla- 
rution of the impetus behind many reforms during Woodrow Wil- 
son’s administration but p a d y  confUtes Gabriel Kolko’s assemon that 

- 

iral € U R ~  in 14mrriran H*, 1880-1980, ed. Richard Wightman Fox and T. J. Jackson 
Lears (Sew York, 1983), 1-38; Christopher P. W i n ,  “The Rhetoric of Consumption: 
Mass-Market Magazines and the Demise of the Gcntle Reader, 1880-1920,” in ibid., 3 9 4 ;  
Jan Cohn, Grrrtity Amrrica: H m  Lmimrrand the Satunhy Em% Pnrt (Pittsburgh. 
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Few Yo&, 1989). 

3 Richard L. McCormidr, The Ptwp r&i and Pub& Policy.. Amrrican P o l i z i c s ~  rhc 
afJachum fD P n p m  Em (Yew York, 19%). 93-132,223-27,26%37, quote at 225. 
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Rrts: The Necd for Synthesis in . h e r i m  History,” Journal ofAmniran History 73 (June 
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p e m m e n t ’ s  dcalinp with the press as a business. is critiqued in Joseph P. ~McKrms, “The 
Limits of Progressive Journalism Histo?,” Journafi,-m HIjEmy 4 (Autumn 1977): 88-92; 
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Thc &mzt of Iiunzf Fnc DclipnY The free ddivery of thc U.S. mail to rural mailboxes 
opened the Amcrican counaysidc. such as the porrion of the route in Crawtbrdsvllk Indiana, 
shown hen, to national magazines and merchandixrs in the late 1890s. (Reprinted f b m  
Annual Rrpa u f r h  Pm O@, 1899, plate following p. 204.) 

“one type of firm-usually older and with larger vested interests- 
confronted and constnined another.”6 

The 1917 law succeeded where earlier attempts at  restructuring 
the subsidy had Med because unusual political opportunities coin- 
cided with intra-industry cleavages. A bloc of rural lawmakers used 
the financial exigencies brought on by the First Worid War to shifi 
me-making legislation outside its customary channels. They hhioned 
a postal policy pleasing both to those who harbored partisan grudges 
against the popular press and to those who resented the mass cu1nu-e 
purveyed by these media. And the 1917 policy reform succeeded 
because it fragmented the postal subsidy’s constituencies, pining the 
politically potent rural press, allied with Post Office administrators, 

- against mass circulation periodicals. 
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L'ncil the last quarter of the nineteenth cenmry, the feded govern- 
n i m t  wielded posd policy ;1s an instrument of national development. 
lkspite some resemations voiced by more trdtion-minded commu- 
ilirics about the social effects of a nationd communication sysEtfm, 
[here were few serious challenges-and no successfbl ones-to the 
notion that government properly had a role in underwriting the dis- 
semination of public infomanon. The original postal subsidy for 
nctsspapers attncted the strong support of both Federalists and Jeffer- 
sonian Republicans. Federalists expected news circulating by post to 
solidi@ a strong tend government, whereas the Republicans hoped 
chst reports of the administmion's abuses mailed throughout the 
nJtion would topple the opposition. Both objectives required c h a p  
nwspaper postage. Furthermore, the generation that cnfted the first 

policy recognized that a nation as g e o p p h i c d y  and as socially 
ditrerse as the United States would encounter difficulties susraining 
naional unity. Indeed, as Congess labored over the first major postal 
law, the Whiskey Rcbellion was developing in western Pennsylvania, 
reminding lawmakers of the ftagde cohesion of the new nation.' 

Consequently, the first significant U.S. postal Iaw incorporated 
nt'o provisions that hd tared  the widespread cirmlation of news. First, 
h m  1792 unul1873, editors were allowed to exchange copies of their 
ntncspapers posage-fi-ee among one another; this \vas the most impor- 
t3nt means of gathering nonlocd news (some editors exchanged 
hundreds of copies a week) u n d  the teiegraph fostered the growth 
of wire services in the mid-nineteenth century. Second, and more 
important in the long run, was the decision to adopt a nearly flat 
rate for periodicals. The 1792 postal law, modified in 1794, allowed 
newspapers-regardless of size, weight, or advertising content-to ck- 
cufate within one hundred miles or anywhere in the state of publica- 
tion tbr one cent; those mded  outside the stare and beyond a hundred 
miles paid 1.5 cents. In sharp contrast, fetter postage varied accord- 
ing to distance *and the number of sheets; the 1792 law had nine zones, 
with postage for a single sheet ranging from 6 to 25 cents. 

With only one short-lived exception-when Congress, manifest- 
ing mounting sectionalism, created several rate zones for periodicals 
in 1851, only to return to a flat rate a year later-the nearly flat rate 
structure for periodicals remained intact throughout the nineteenth 

' &chard B. Kielbowicz, .Vms in rbr 
1700-1860s (Xew York, 1989), chaps. 
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century. Despite thc persistence of the flat rate for periodicals, con- 
gressional debates over postal policy reflected abiding tensions ktween 
nationalism and localism. One result, a concession to those who dis- 
Liked the unimpeded flow of urban newspapels throughout the nation, 
was the postage-free circulation of weekly newspapers within the 
county of publication, a measure thought to insulate the small-town 
press fi-om urban competition. Magazines, o n  the other hand, were 
assessed higher postage than newspapers until midcentuv but also 
benefited &om 3 largely unzoned rate schedule. Thus, the early men- 
tieth centuv debates over zoning posmge revisited old questions about 
postal polin, the circulation of periodicals, and national unity, but 
this time in‘ 3n e n  of modern publishing.8 

Postal L\hinistrators and Advertising 

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, postal policy-making 
moved out ofa relatively simple distributive mode and began incor- 
porating elements of reg~fat ion.~ The genesis of the  mail Classifica- 
tion .\ct of 1579, which established the four categories used today, 
exemplified this new policy environment. The act originated with 
experienced p o s d  administrators who sought to reduce marketers’ 
and publishers’ growing use of the highly subsidized rates. Adminis- 
trative initiatives to curb the circulation of advertising circulars and 
md-order journals had proved only partIy effective in the 1860s and 
1870s. To strengthen its hand, the Post Office urged Congress to rede- 
fine the primitive second-class mail category so that it would clearly 
exclude advertising sheets. Postal officials fine-tuned the legislation 
in consultation with leading newspaper and magazine publishers in 
New York City, Phdadelphia, and perhaps a fav other large cities. 
Despite differences, newspaper and magazine interests closed ranks 
with one another and with postal authorities against the so-called 
illegitimate periodicals, publications designed primarily for advertis- 
ing purposes. l o  

Congress intended the Mad Classification Act of 1879 to subsi- 
dize informative periodicals in the second class and to relegate adver- 
tising matter to the much more expensive third class. Postal adminis- 

kc i ? p w d l y  hid. 
.Mc€ormick. The Pam, Pmod and Pub& Polk,  197-227. 

lo .kt of M m h  3.1879 (.Lid Clarsifiaaon .k), 20 Sut. 358-60; Richard B. Gelbowin, 
‘‘Otxps ofthe Second-Class Md Gregory md the Business ot’Policl;mhg, 1363-1879,” 
J m m h  .Mmynphs .  no. 96 (Apnl 1986). 
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In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, postal policy-malung 
moved out ofa relatively simple distributive mode and b e p  incor- 
porating elements of replation.9 The genesis of the ,Mail Classifica- 
tion Act of 1879, which established the four categories used today, 
exemplified this new poliq environment. The act originated with 
experienced postal administmtors who sought to reduce marketers’ 
and publishers’ growing use of the highly subsidized ram. Adminis- 
tntive initiatives to curb the circulation of advertising circulars and 
mail-order journals had proved only partly effective in the 1860s and 
1870s. To srrengchen its hand, the Post OfEice urged C o n p  to rede- 
fine the primitive second-class mail category so that it would clearly 
exclude advertising sheets. Postal officials fine-tuned the Ie$auon 
in consultation with leading newspaper and magazine publishen in 
New York City, Philadelphia, and perhaps a fkw other large cines. 
Despite differences, newspaper and magazine interests closed ranks 
with one another and with postal authorities against the so-called 
illegitimate periodicals, publications designed primarily for advertis- 
ing purposes. l o  

Congress intended the Mail Classification Act of 1879 to subsi- 
dize inf0rrnAtic.e periodicals in the second class and to relepte adver- 
tising matter to the much more expcnsii.e third class. Postal adminis- 
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,vnwprrPer and pcriadical s~2~mps From 1875 to 1898, the Post office used stamps likc 
those pictured in denominations up to $100 to cover the hugc mailings of publishcrs. Thc 
~ m p s  were atmched to a statement of mailing that rcmaincd in the office. With postage 
at one ccnt a pound a f k r  1885, a $100 stamp could be used to mail 10,OOO pounds. 
(Rcprintcd from U.S. Post Otficc Department, A acsrrrptron OfUninriSratCs h c  Stamp, 
18.174942 Washington, D.C., 19421, p. 29.) 

trators, however, found this distinction simplistic and unworkable, 
as advemsing in all kinds of formats proliferated during the 1880s and 
thereafier. Beyond some easily met technical requirements, second- 
class matter had to disseminate “information of a public character, 
or [be] devoted to literature, the sciences, arts, or some special indus- 
try, and hav[e] a legitimate list of subscribers.” The law withheld the 
privileged rate fiom “publications designed primarily for advenising 
purposes, or  for fiee circulation, or  for circulation a t  nominal rata.” 

t 

. 
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The third class embraced other printed matter, mainly advertising cir- 
culars and books.” 

Low second-class ntes tantalized publishers and advertisers look- 
ing for a way to reach the reader-consumer. Second-class mail paid 
w o  cents 3 pound until 1885, when Congress reduced it to one cent, 
where it remained unul 1917. With third-class postage set at one cent 
per two ounces-nominally eight times as much but actually more 
because third class paid by the piece rather than in bulk-publishers 
of all kinds of printed matter n a r u d y  tried to pass their wares at the 
subsidized rate.** The Post O 6 c e  battled “Second Class Matter . .  Fiends,” mailers who devised ingenious schemes to pass pnnted 
material dt the lowest possible rates. In classi5ing a penodcd, postal 
administrators iudged its intent or character to determine whether - it was prirnanlyor kcidentally designed for advertising purposes. 1 he 
Droblem. as ;i cong;ressional commission recopzed  1907, W ~ S  . that _ _  

Y 
r - - -  I 

“wew D e n o d d  is designed for advertising purposes or no penodi- 
~ , A  

cal is so desped.” Rcsoiing this dilemma propelled the vanous posa 
reform proposals of the early 1900s, including the one finally adopted - -  
in 1917.13 .. - . _ - _  

Advertising was transforming periodicals, most smlungly maga- 
zines. Before 1900, advertisers hrnished less than half of periodicals’ 
income; by 1920, adverrising’s share approached two-thrrds. The num- 
ber of D a m  devoted to advertising in monthly magazines more than 

* 
A U  

doubled between 1885 and 1928; for weekly magazines, i t  rose by 
a ficror oftwentv-five. Publishers came to regard subscribers . 

l e s ~  .. as - -- - - - - 
readers than as consumers to be delivered to merchandlsers. 
Entrepreneurs launched national magazines in the 1880s and 1890s 
expressly to serve as vehcles fbr advertising bnnd-name consumer items 
fatured by mass retailers. This new genre of magazines, epitomized 
by the Curtis Publishing Company’s SLEZU&. Emig FW, LAdies’ Hamt 
JmmZ, and Countty Gentleman, cut subscription rates to attract a mass 

ing these publications. With advertising-filled periodicals blankedng 

1 

middle-class audience. The mails, ofcourse, were crucial in deliver- 

the nation, second-class mailings grew wenty times &ter than p o p -  

I ’  20 Stat. 358-60; Kielbouicz. “Second-Class Mad Category.” 
I 2  H.R Rrp. No. 376, 56th Cong., 1st sess. (1900). 4. 

“Second Class ,Matter Fiends” is 3 chaptrr in ,Manhall Cushing, The Stmy $0.. Pmt 
Of~t (Boston. Mass.. 1893), 410-16; H.R Doc. Xo. 608, 59th Cong., 2d XSS. (1907, 
xxxv-xliii, quote at x n i i  [hereafter cited as Pcnrose-Overstreet Commission]. 

Daniel Pow Thc .lf~~kzyqfModmt ‘irinrririttq (Sew York, 1983), 22-38, 136; Bruce 
M. Owen. Ecanonirrand Frtabm ofEqnmwn: ,%icdia Smcrrumaand the First Ammdmmt (Gm- 
bridge, Mass., 1975). 48-51,79,172; Frank Prcsbq, The Hrjrmj ld  Dcrrlopmcnt$*- 
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Thc ExphiOn 0 f P d h z . k  The remarkable growth of mass Lirculation periodicals in 
the hte nineteenth and early twentieth centuries flooded the mails and Canic~'  mailbap. 
%s overburdened carrier was making his rounds in Portland. Otegon, around 1909. 
rkprinted, with permission, fiom the Jonathan Bourne CoUcctjon, CN 1203, SpcQa' Col- 
Iccrions, Knight Library, University of Orcgon Library, Eugcne, Orcgon.) 

-- 
m y  :Gaden Ciy, N.Y., 1929), 4.1684; Frank Luther .Cion. A H w  of A e a n  
.&~::ncs. 5 vols. (New York and Canbridge Mass., 1930-68). 4:3-22; Theodorc Peter- 
ron. .Myazincs in rhc Tinirh Cmmv, 2d ed. (Urbana. Ill., 19tA), 143;  James P. Wood, 
Dc C m z ~  Mqazina (Xcw York, 197l), esp. 62-80. 



The explosive growth of popular magzines intensified competi- 
tion for advertising among segments of the publishing industry. h ra l  
weeldies md city d d e s  alike toured their merits as vehicles b r  promot- 
ing nationally avdable consumer goods, and advertising agencies put 
together combinations of newspapers to cover key markets through- 
out  the country. The battle for advertising also reflected shlfis in the 
nation’s marketing system. Small local retailers who had once served 
their communities with little competition ficed a succession of 
challengen-dep*artmen t stores, marl-order firms, and chain stores. 
Rural weeklres and smallcity d a h  recognized that their &e was partly 
linked to the vitality of local merchants; the metropolitan press ~ C R S -  

in& tied its fortunes to department stores and chains. Mapines were 
well-positioned to run advertisements for nationally marketed con- 
sumer goods sold through all kinds of r e t d  outletsJ5 

Deciding which publications were “designed primarily for adver- 
tising purposes,” therefore, became a nearly impossible task. Postal 
oficials concentrated on curbing practices commonly used to circum- 
vent replations pverning ~dmission to the subsidized rate. Some pub- 
lications sent excessive quantities of sample copies to nonsubscribers. 
For example, the Appkmn (Wis.) Post mailed an extraordinary num- 
ber of one issue marked ‘(sample”to a list of nonsubscribets hmished 
by an advertiser. In mother case, the Post Office denied the second- 
class privilege to a publication that issued 20,000 sample copies but 
had only 1,500 subscribels.16 Mad-order journals posed another 
problem. kscmbling magzines, these adverrising-filled publications 
devised countless schemes involving discounts, premiums, and club- 
bing arrangements to gve away subscriptions. Publishers compensated 
for neghgible subscription revenue by charging steep advertising rates 
based on inflated circulations. Yet another wt of postal adminis- 

I’ Raiph M. Howcr. The HLtm?, ofan ,bb?in’ng (Cambric@, M~ss. ,  1939), CSP. 
98, 418-19; Georgc P. &well, ?iun an Aaixkriv &nt (New Yo&, 1906); Alficd 
D. Chandler, Jr., Thr ViribL Had: Thc .Manapid b l r r t i m r  in A k n  BwinCa (Cam- 

The proliferation of publishing and advertising trade journals afier 1880 rcflecrcd the 
growing segmentation in the fields. Metropolitan dadies were primarily served by Uitvr 

PIlblirhm a d  the finrrrh h a ;  srnalliiv and rural nwspapen by Publishrn’ hxil++, 
‘4mOiran Arr, and Xan&i-Pnnm]mma&, mid-sized newspapen by Ncwspzph; the 
publishing industry broad: by Publirhm’ WHk<v; advertisen generally by P n n a ’  Ink; 
national advertisen by the Jiad WJwrnal .  For details about these and kindred jour- 
nals, see Mott. Amnican .Uyazim, 3~273-74, 491-91. 4~243-17, 5:39-71; Quentin J. 
S h u l t z e  “The Trade Press of;irlvenking,’’ in In jhukon  Suutres in Ad&i??g H*, ed. 
Richard W Polla! (Westport. Conn.. 1979). 17-62. 

l6 1 0pznhn.r gf :lit .Issunant ,Itnnncy GnvnrLfbr rhr Pm w e  Dtpartnrent 5 6 4 4 %  (1881); 
858-59 (1853) [hereher  cited as Oprnionsj’h the Post qyiU Dtpartmnttp; Postnl Lam and 

bridge Mass., 1977). 224-35. 290-92; Snasscr, .Sa@mon Cuarmd. 

Rrgulatias (1887, 1.H-45. 
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venue by charging steep advertlsmg rara  
IS. Yet another target of postal a&$ L 

was the publication conducted merely as an a u d i a r y  to a bus- 
l l l ~ s s .  Firms ranging from agcul tunl  implement manuficturers to 
,nsumce companies issued periodicals advertising the owner's products 
bljc~ng with a few stories that were little more than disguised promo- 
n1ms hr the products. '' When posd  officials detected t h a e  attempts 

stretch the definition of legtimate second-class matter, they assessed 
questionable publications a t  third-ciass mtes. 

Postal Politics and Administration 

postal Jdministrators worked in an institution that was both a bas- 
i on  o f p h  politics and an e m e a g  modem administrative agency. 
From Andrew Jackson's presidency u n d  19n, the postmasters general 
cusromady served as the chief political lieutenant of the president, 
%,me having headed the parry's narional committee. Besides overseeing 
rhr: department, the postmasters general dspensed the administm- 
cion's spods-tens of thousands of postmasterships and thousands of 
contncts throughout the nation. With the advice and consent of the 
knd te ,  the White House dppoinred postmasters for the largest offices 
(Jii-idrid into three classes); hence, they became known as presiden- 
id postmasten. Ostensibly, the Post Office had 3 fiee hand in appoint- 
ing postmasters in the s m d  offices, by &-the most numerous. In 
pnctice, however, appointments of the so-called fourth-class post- 
masters foi.lowed the advice of the party's stire congressional delega- 
don. The spoh  were considenble: in 1902, before civil service covered 
thc positions, there were 4,466 presidential postmasters and 72,479 
fourth-class postmasters. 18 

Despite the highly politicized environment of the Post Office 
Department, key administnton-including many involved in classifi- 
cation decisions-enjoyed an expanding sphere of autonomy in the 
1880s and thereafter. Although the original 1883 civil service law 
applied to relatively few federal employees, it did protect postal clerks 
a t  headquarters and in offices with fitir o r  more clerks. Most clerks 
sorted mail or pertbrmed other mundane tasks, but those in Washing- 
ton, D.C., and in some larger cities handled administrative finctions 

I' S .  Doc. So. 89, 56th Cong., 2d XSS. (1901), pc. 3: 5657,67; Prina' Ink, 28 June 
PW5, 1418; AM~tt, A d u n  .Mapzzincr, .2:3&-68; AnnualRrportofthc k (1908), 
281 [hsreafier cited as Annual Rtporfl. .I postal official enumerated chc many schemes used 
in stretching lists of subscribers. Er Pcnmx-Overstreer Commission. 30-31, 51-80, 

I' Dorothy G. Fowler, The Gbitvr Politirizan: The Porrmrrran Gntcml, 1829-1909 \Yew 
York. 1943); Srerling D. Sprro. The Lbor , M m t  in a Gmmmmr Id-: A S d y  if 
Ernpktz Organisrim in rhr Portal h c  (Xew York, 1927). 



such as reviewing applications for second-class mailing permits. In the 
headquarters bureaucracy, the third assistant postmaster general, a 
political appointee, supervised the classification clerks. The sraffposi- 
tions thus provided institutional continuity ;is postmasters general and 
thousands of postmasters changed with shifting political fortunes. 19 

Initially, any postmaster could p t  a second-class permit. “Thm 
were almost m endless variety of rulings; fix there were almost as many 
judges ;1s there were postmasters,” according to Marshall Cushing. 
M e r  1887, however, decision maIung was centralized in Washing- 
ton, D.C., where the Classification Division labored to maintain the 
intepty of the second-class mail privilege. Under an 1585 opinion 
of the Post OtEce solicitor, publishers had to provide local postmasters 
with sworn answers to series of questions (nineteen by 1902, some 
with several parts). lMost delved into a periodicd’s business practices 
to ascertain whether it disseminated information ofa public charac- 
ter or was primanly intended for advertising purposes. For instance, 
publishers had to provide derails about ownership, their other busi- 
nesses and how they related to the publication, advertising pncnces, 
and subscription terms-a rather extensive inquiry by federal officials 
into the conduct of private enterprises. Applying the criteria set fbrth 
in P o d  Luws and Rgulatimr, posnnasters determined whether to issue 
a provisional second-class mailing permit. The application, affidavit, 
sample copies, and other evidence were then forwarded to the Clas- 
sification Division in Washington, D.C., for a final decision about 
admissibility. Dficult  decisions and appeals were referred to the soli- 
citor (also known as the assistant attorney gened) b r  the deparnnent. 
His published opinions, along with the Portal Laws and f i ph tk  
compiled by the headquarters staff, built a corpus of Post Office 
administrative law. A monthly Unitd Shes mia1 P0-l Guide also 
communicated rulings, orders, and sundry idbrmation to the nation’s 
widely scattered postal staff. Procedures for classifying mail were thus 
highly centralized in the hands of a professional staff, counterbalanc- 
ing the inexperienced politician-postmasters who headed the thou- 
sands of offices throughout the nation.*O 

A principal figure behind stricter application of mad classification 
standards was third assistant postmaster general Edwin C. Madden, 

l 9  Ross -4. McRqnolds. “Histor); of thc United States Post Ofice. 1607-1931” (Ph.D. 
k., University of Chicago, 1935). 391-459; Leonard D. White, The Rcpubliuzn Em, 
1869-190i: A S d y  in .ldminimnrin H W  (Ncw York, 1958), 257-77. 

’O Cushing, OUT Pmr w, 111. 372-73, 411-15. quote at  411; Lloyd M. Short, The 
hbpmnt  of.Vational Adminimaripe Oganization in the Uniad Stam (C‘rbana, Ill.. 1923), 
344-57; Pospzl LAWS and RgulatMu (1902), 198-203; 2 Oprntbmfi the Part Ofkc &mt- 
nvnr 72-74 (1885). 



,,.h(, s e n d  fhm 1899 to 1907 under five postmasters gened. The 
t;,m. to foq-five clerks in his Classification Division issued two to 
tilec h unhed decisions, instructions, and answers darly b r  posmsters, 
,clblishers, and citizens throughout the countv.  As the workload 

~CIV specid agents to oversee the clerks. For the most part, these 
,psid g e n t s  remained in their posts as the postmasters gened came 
Jnd {vent, thereby solidfylng the institutional commitment to fight 
J b u s ~ s  of the second-class mail priviieee. 21 

,flcreasd, t Madden appointed a superintendent of classification and 

Frustrated by long-standing L abuses 4 of the second class, and 

;n its i m s ,  limited publishers to scnhng =+. a maximum of one sample 

sn~boldened by some sentiment for postal reform in Congress, Mad- 
Jcn issued replations in 1901 that epitomized the expanding scope 

dministrative discretion. One reoulation, only pmly successful 

iop\~ for each subscriber. Another limited the use of premiums to . 0 .  

induce subscnptlons. Most successfil was the ruhg  tha; paperbound 
books issued periodically as part of 3 series no longer qualified for - _  - 

u 1  

inexpensive second-class rates. This was a particularly bold move 
h r  the Jgenq, because Congress had declined to act after consider- 

thc same remedy. 22 Affecred mailers protesred the administrative 
initiatives. “Having Fdlled repeatedly in its attempt to secure the I q p -  
lation desired, the department has now m o p e d  to itself the right 
to @n its ends by Jrbiuary rulings calculated to cover the mints which __---- 

Congress has repeatedly refixed to grant through legislation,” L 
The 

~m Eloughton, M i f i n  & Company challenged the 
book r u h g  in a 1904 U.S. Supreme COUK case, H q h m  P. PaF.  
;icknowledgng that the rule reversed the department’s own Drece- 
dent and accomplished administrativeiy wha; Congress had r&bsed 
to do legislatively, the Court nonetheless upheld the Post Office. The 

_ _ -  

Utfice and, presumably, fbr other age11cies.2~ 
As the Post Office added flesh to the statutory h e w o r k  erected 

. A  by Congress, it moved toward a centraI position d the policy-making 
process. In this respect, the Post Office-the largest federal depart- 

2 1  Prinar~’Ink, 5 July 1905, 10-19; 15 Feb. 1905, 18-19; PcnroseQventreet Commis- 
tion. 47; mial Rtyuzzr ofthe U n i d  Splm (Washington, D.C., 1903), 2:4;’(1911), 2:11. 

22 Annual Rtpa (1901), 782-83; New 2% E m ,  18 July 1901, 2. O n  rhe controversy 
over paperback books passing at second-class tares, scc Richard B. Kielbowia. “IMere .Mer- 
chaxiise or Vessels ofCulturr? Books in the .Mal, 1792-1942,” P a p  of‘thr B i b h p p h k z l  
Sa-rzly OfAmmLz 82 (2d qumer  1988): 179-56. 

I .  

‘‘Buremcracy in Am&ca.” A m  26 (Dcc. 1901): 6 5 9 4 1 ,  quore at 660. 
2‘ 191 U.S. 88; John E. Scmonchc, Chaniy the Funtn: The S u p  Gurr Rrsprmdr m 

a c/la?!gity he, 1890-1920 (%?StpoK, Conn., 1978), 174. 



Concerns about the Subsidy’s Costs and Benefits 

ment except during the carliest years of the republic-qpified or antic- 
ipated fe-tures of the modern administntive 

Despi re its increasingly qgessive application of administrative reme- 
dies, the Post Office lacked authority to restrucmre the underlying 
second-class policy. It remained for Congress to fix rates and to deter- 
mine the level and distribution of the subsidy. &ween 1900 .and 1912, 
Congress continually investigated postal policies and operations. At 
first, concerns about p o s d  finances propelled congressiond inquiries. 
Later, however, the issue became enmeshed in Progressive Era parti- 
san skirmishes. Second-class mad policy, in shofl, became freighted 
with issues of more general import than simply the business of pub- 
lishing and advertising. 

Representative Eugene F. Loud, a C;LLifornia Republican, launched 
the first major p o s d  inquiry of the twentieth centuv. As chairman 
of the House Post Office Committee, Loud held hearings and issued 
reports every year from 1596 to 1900, and in 1901 he headed a joint 
congressional commission. Loud mainly pressed for legislative reforms 
within the existing policy, but his most notable accomplishment was 
tactical-forging an alliance benveen reformers in the Post Office and 
the “legitimate press.” This label, which Loud and others bandied 
about, implied that policy should and could dist;nguish benveen two 
q-pes of periodicals: those providing public information with some 
advertising and those providing advertising with some public infor- 
mation. 26 

Chronic Post OiEce’deficits, which many attributed to the below- 
cost second-class rates, brought forth the Joint Commission of Con- 
gress on Sccond-Class Mail Matter in 1906. Headed by senator Boies 
Penrose, a Pennsylvania Republican known fbr his criticisms of pop& 
journalism, and representative Jesse Overstreet, an Indiana Republi- 
can, the commission proposed legslation that would limit the schemes 

Stephen Skowronck, Buikdiwa ,Vm, A d  S m :  ne E r p r d  f’,vnnbnalAdminir- 

26 Loud’s proposals for the seconddxs mad produced extensive rcporrs and delibcxa- 
tions. See, br a m p k ,  G m p m u n a i M ,  54th Cons., 26 x f ~ .  (18%-97), 18+87,3068, 
462-519, 2095-97, 2169-72; S. Rep. So. 1517, 54th Cons.. 2d sess. (1897); H.R k p .  
KO. 73. 55th Cong.. 2d sess. (1898); S. Doc. No. 89. 56th Cong., 26 sess. (1901), pt. 
3; E. F. Loud. “A Step Toward Economy in the Posd Scnicc” h m  24 (&c. 1897): 
42-75; william H. Moociv. “The Work of the Posd Commission,” l e t  53 (24 
Jan. 1901): 195-98. 

hnrirr &pi=, 1877-1920 (Nw  YO^. 1982), e~p .  72-78. 



rhJr publishers could use to inflate subscription lists. Third Assistant 
p,,,rniJster G c n e d  Madden conceded that the statutory language 

Criiing ximission to the second class was largely unenforceable. 
r4 >rn<t  construction of the law, he remarked, would exclude From 

i J c C r  share of magazines. Publishers bristled at this suggestion.27 

’.-e. 

i e.$ 

i:Li 
3 ~ ~ _. [hc‘ subsidized rate 60 to 70 percent of the newspapers and an even 
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Of greater concern to the press. however. was the Penrose- 

postage. Madden had suggested quadrupling thcAte to b u r  cents 

l , ~ c ~ ~ l d  vary according to the weight of each piece. To underscore the - -  . .  . -  
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ness. The cnteminmcnt c i c p m m t  finds stories, pictures, verses, etc., 

licstion’s character: periodicals consisting of more than 50 percent 
ad\-crtising would be relegated to the third class.28 1 which Loud md others b . .  . . .  - -~ . .  
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, public information with 
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3 general, A. L. Lawshe, curried support among “le~timate” publica- 

[ the Post-Oace Department.” Legtimate publishes “do not attempt, 
by questionable practices, unlawfbl subterfuges, and covert methods, 

$ 9  There is stdl an illusion to the effect that a mamzinc: IS a Dcriodical 

.A rnapzine is simply a device to induce people to read advemsing. 
It 1s 3 large booklet with nvo departments-entertainment and busi- 

co interest the public. Thc business depmment‘makes the money. 

The commission suggested J simple rule to noid  inquiries into a pub- 

F 

1 : 
Although press opposinon forced the commission to retrex from 

most of its proposals, this round of delibcntions emboldened the Post 

: L i l ~  on mail-rder journals, some of which c&ed publication &er the 2 
- eiders took effect. Madden’s successor as third assistant postmaster 

6 ;ions before the department “Speaking f i r  the Postmaster- 
Gcned ,  as well as for myself,” he said, “I may say that legitimate E E t  publishers have nothing to fear fiom the present administration of 

f 
bncmzn Sinu‘ nc E r p m  $X&‘ - E  r 1982). CSP. 72-78. 

\s mad produced extensive reports and d 
54th Cong.. 2d scss. (1896-97),18487, 
1517. 54th Cong . 2d sess. (1897): H. 

Doc. No 89. 36th Cong . 26 sess. (1901), 
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oi  rhc Poscal Commission,” I m + m h t  5 
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27 The hearings, findings and Iegulaave rccommendadons arc in P e n r o x + c a m  Corn- 
mission. For the press’s reaction, scq for example. N m  Tmb lima, 1 Feb. 1907, 5; 2 Fcb. 
1907, 5; Pnntm’ Ink, 13 Feb. 1907, 47-48. 

Penrose-OverJtreet Commission, vii-LG, 129, 500, 523; James H. Collins quoted 
in ibid., mii. 

29 Pubkrbm’ Wak& 9 Feb. 1907,679; Order no. 901,4 Dec. 1907, ,Mixcllaneous Orders 
of the Postmaster General, 12:311-26 (U.S. Postal Srnice Library); Nm Tmb Tima, 7 Dec. 
1901, 8; Mort. Amrrican ,Uagazirus, 1:368; &m: A J m m l f b  Ad&, March 1909, 
58; 4 @?lhk rhc I’mt obfcc Dcpunnrnt 613-15 (190;); Pnna’ I d ,  23 Oct. 1907,28-29. 



to made a reasonable construction of the law excluding fbm the pound 
rate publications designed primanly for advertising purposes, for fiee 
circulation or for circulation a t  nominal rates.” Lawshe took D a h s  L ---- 
to show Congress that most newspapers supported the Post M c e ’ s  
action. 30 

Besides stimulating the Post Office to apply administrative reme- 
dies, the Penrose-Overstreet Commission triggered a series of inquiries 
into the cost of the mail service. This resurrected a long-simmering 
dispute benveen the Post Office md the press: determining the size 
of the subsidy, if one existed a t  all. To inform the deliberations of 
the Penrose-Oversmet Commission, Congress directed the Post W c e  
to weigh dl regular second-class maner from 1 July through Decem- 
ber 1906. The commission, however, found the data wanting in pre- 
cision. It urged Congress to authorize another study that analyzed 
openting expenses using new data on the weight, number of pieces, 
and merage length of haul for each mail class. In keeping with the 
spirit of scientific management then inhsing government operations, 
the commission hrrher recommended that accountants and statisti- 
cians fiom outside the Post Ofice examine the department’s busi- 
ness opentions.3* 

The T& Administration, Magazines, and LMuckrakers 

Armed with data fiom these studies, the newly elected president, Wd- 
barn H. Tafi, launched campaign for higher second-class rates. The 
campaign stemmed, a t  least initially, fiom his desire to improve 
administrative practices, a part of the Progressives’ agenda that coin- 
cided with his belief that government could profit tiom an infbsion 
of business principks. On entering office, T& secured congressional 
authorization to organize what became the Commission on Econ- 
omy and Efficiency. Tifi hoped that the commission’s findings would 
bring some organizational rationalization to the cumbersome fkderal 
bureaucmcy and enhance presidential management through the cre- 
ation of a budget office.32 T’ naturally looked to the Post Office as 
the site for some immediate reforms. Of the $89.4 million deficit he 

30 S. Doc. No. 204, 60th Cong.. 1st sess. (1908), 5; S. Doc. Xo. 270, 60th Cong., 
1st s a .  (1908), 21-43. 

3 1  H.R Doc. No. 651. 59th Cong.. Zd x s s .  (1906); Penrose-Overstreet Commission, 
XlV-I. 

’2 Pen E. .+mold, Makiy the Manqgmal Pnsidntry: C h p d i r n ~  Rrorganiution Plan- 
nzv, 1905-1980 (Pmceton. N.J., 1986). 2 6 5 1 ;  Skowmnek, Ncw ,imrrican Sam, 174-75, 
187-94. 
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h,ld inherited, about 30 percent was due to post4 operations, and 
cht: department employed the largest share of fedenl employees.33 

The first Post Ofice a n n u l  report produced by the Tafi adminis- 
trjrion clearly pointed to the second class ds the place to effect fiscal 
&)rms. For the year ending 30 June 1909, the department delivered 
;33 million pounds of second-class matter paying the pound rate, 
,t,hic.h cost an estimated $73 rndion but yielded only $9 million in 
Kccipts. Postmaster general Frank H. Hitchcock claimed that second- 
i l ~ ~ s  matter constituted 63 percent of all domestic mail but earned 
r,nly 5 percent of the department’s revenues. Letter postage ofiet 
most ofthe shodi l l  =used by the second class, leaving the Post Office 
li-jth J deficit of $17.5 mdIi0n.34 

Tafi used his 1909 State of the Union message to recommend a 
mte increase for the second class. The administration stopped short 
t,frncntioning ;i specific rate, but it broached sa-enl possibilitia. M q -  
ZHICS typically traveled much firther than daily newspapers (an Aver- 
3 ~ t :  of 1,049 versus 291 miles), which suGested higher postage on 
&C former. Thc average length of haul varied among .dl publications, 
ti.hich suggested J zone system-postage graduated accordng to dis- 
r;lncc. And PU biications carried different proportions of advertising, 
n i th  magazines genedly having a higher ratio of advertising to md-  
lng matter, hinting that advertising lineage could become the basis 
f i r  assessing postage. These proposals, alone and in various combi- 
mtions, set the agenda for discussion fbr the next eight years.35 

The House Post Ofice Committee opened hearings in January 
1910 that pitted the Post Office Department against various branches 
of the publishing industry and allied labor unions. Among the few 
voices registering approval of a postage incmse were chambers of corn- 
mrrce and other business groups; as heavy usen of first-class mail, 
they objected to subsidizing the circulation of LMW- 
zines, especially GUiW’r and otrtlbok, condemned the president’s rate 
hike as unwarranted and punitive. They took pains to dispute the 

JJ  Figures arc for the year ending 30 junc 1908. U.S. B u m u  of the Census, H M  
S m k k s  ofthe unitrd sa*, Gbnd Tima w I957 (Washington, D.C., 1960), 496, 711. 

M THft, “First Annual Me-” 7 Dec. 1909, Thc Smtr ofrbc Union .kh.yga oftbe Ptrri- 
h a ,  cd. Fred L. Israel p e w  York, 1966). 3 2 3 6 2 6 3 ;  ,dnnmfRrpmt(1909), 7-10, 30-33. 

36 Scd-CLZls Mail: Hm?iqp &firrr rbc H m c  Cornmime n rhc Part-OgiU and Past-&&, 
61s~ c?ng.- 2d -. (1910); US. Post Otfice Departmenr. SummaTofrbe Dcprrtmm~ R.p!. 
m rhc Penaiimi Pub(irhm A ~ ~ ~ i a t i n  ofA& &pniillp .sccOnd-Ch .Mail (Washington, 
1910); A h  Tmk Timcs, 29 Jan. 1910, 3; Publirhm’ WccRfv. j Feb. 1910, 849-30. For peti- 
m m s  to Congess, see House Commirrce on Post Otiicr md Post Roads, 6Li-H28.4, 
Records of the U.S. House of Reprcsenatives. RG 233 (Ndriond .+chives) [hereafter cited 

14 Annul  Rrport (1909), 7-10, 30-34, 313. 



a~ H o w  Prcords]; and Scnate Commirrce on Post OtKce and Post Roads, 6Li-J79, keds 
of the U.S. Senact RG 46 (National .kchive$ [ h e r e a h  cited as Senate Records]. But fix 
statements suppo’ting a rate hike, x e  fim, Jan. 1910,26748,278-79; Charia William 
Burrows, “Seconci-Class Mail Rates,” Ziz& Rcpino 19 (Aug. 1910): 159-67. 

37 “Is thc Outlook Subsidized?” OurlWL 93 (25 Dec. 1909): 894-96; Roberr J. Collier, 
“Collier’s and the PostQfficq” Cullirr’s W (29 Jan. 1910): 7; “kt Cs Have a Postal ha- 
tiption,” Hnmpmn’s 24 (kb. 1910): 297-98; “The ,Magazines Rally to Defense of Their 
Postal hghts,” Anlrricnn k r r  50 (Mxch 1910): 90-91. 
’‘ “Sign This Protest ,\pinst the S o v  Tax,” pcririon to House Post Ofice Committee 

[c. Jan 19101, 6L\-H28.4, House ksords; the chpping is attached to a petition with sig- 
natures. This iilc contains hundreds of petitions on the proposed rare hike. 

to Otto h n a r d ,  president ofthe k v  York Trust Company, 3 March 1910. quoted 
in Dondci F. Anderson, William Hmnd Gj-i (Ithaca, N.Y.. 1973), 210. %e h o  G s o w  
luergens. XewsJmm thc Wltra How: Thc PnsuLnmL-Pnlr R-harionrhzp in the Pmgrrrria~ Em 
(Chlago. Ill.. 1981). 106-20.289n97, x e  Jma E. Pollard, The P n d n a a n d  tbc PES 
6 e w  York, 1947. 601-29. 
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charge that the low second-class rates conferred a subsidy.)’ Other 
publications, appealing to readers’ self-interest, urged action. “The 
new rate may be eight times as much,” one fishion magazine warned. 
“Any sucKincrease will be a direct tax upon you of 25 cents to $2.00 
per year upon each periodical you take, according to its Frequency 
of issue and weight. This n e h o u s  tax, this extortion for the benefit 
of railroads and express monopolies, can be prevented ifym act at 
once.” The mqpzine encouraged readers to write directly to the chair- 
man of the House Post Office Committee and to “get all signatures 
possible (of persons over 18) to petirion below and send to Popular 
Fashions, Springfield, Mass., within 3 days, so we can fomard it to 
Congress.”3* 

,4s the debate unfolded, newspapers and magazines c h q d  Tdt 
with using the rare hike to retaliate for his administration’s bad press. 
Tal? was still smarting fiom press criticism of his stand on the Payne- 
Adrich tariff, which, among other consequences, affecred the price 
of newsprint. hiore generally, T&, awkward in his dealings with the 
press, had the misfortune to follow Theodore Roosevelt, a consum- 
mate publicist. And the administration’s focus on magazines in its 
critique of the second-class rate structure raised suspicions thar Taft’s 
ulterior motive was to punish hostrle mucknkingjoumaIs. In a March 
1910 letter, Tafi chastised p u b h t i o n s  genedy-and two muckrak- 
ing magazines in particular-for their hypocrisy. “They [the publica- 
tions] have shown themselves just exactly as selfish as the interests 
which they have attacked, and I propose to have justice done. I fwe 
wish to contribute a subsidy of fifty millions to the education of the 
country, I can find a good deal . . . better method of doing it than 
by the circulation of Collier’s Wec& and Ewp6dy’r ~ U g f i z i ~ . ’ ’ ~ ~  

Suspicions about the administration’s motives were heightened 



T~fi’s December 1910 State of the Union message renewed the 
i.1 11 1 ntrr hike. This proposal would have quadrupled postage on 
ctlr. ,&crtisin% portions of larger Its timing-the p m p d  
,,.,l, introduced shortly afier the congressional elections but onIv a 
Ill( ,nrh k h - e  the end of the Skry-first Congress-lent support to th& 

m i b u t i o n  for TWs electoral setbacks. The mid- 
Crml &ctions, which unseated many conservative Republicans and 
bn,u&t ;z Democratic majority to the House for the first time since 
[ S W  a r e d  poorly for Tafr. The president and his allies blamed 

press, particularly magazines, for the party’s reversals. “They 
[ n ~ ~ ~ ~ z i n e ~ J  have been responsible for bringing defeat to the Repub- 
llrJn p ; l q  and disaster to the country,” Montana senator Thomas 
[ I ,  Cmrr c h a g d .  “We will give ’em m increase in posuge and see 
hots. they like it. They have been enjoying a good thing too lon9.’’.41 

T X s  postal reform made no headway on Capitol Hill. Telegrams 
km publisht-rs poured into Congress, some offering reasoned xgu- 
mcnts, others simply pl~ldmg for help: “For Gods [S;] sake lull mend- 
nlent iniresin,p postage nre on advertising matter in periodic&‘’ the 
.\:w Ymh AbfdL.nlJoriml implored a Republican senator fiom Sew 
I ~ E C ~ . ~ *  *More important, a formidable bloc in Congress lined up 
~ ~ ~ i n s t  Taft’s proposal. Insurgent Republicans such ;\s Jonathan R 
&“me of the Senate Post Office Committee, dong with Progressive 
[Jcmocnts, v k w d  the nte  hike as an mempt  to silence muckraking 
nupzines critical of Tafi. Not coincidentially, the Progressive law- 
mJkers’ loose alliance with muckraking journds, which they used for 
popularizing their reform agenda, reached its zenith around 1910.43 

t - i c \ d  it 

u, T&, ‘‘Second Annual .Message.” 6 Dcc. 1910, Stun! @ihc L T n h  Mesqcr, 3:1405; 
Pdlihm’ JVMk[v, 5 Nov. 1910, 1731-32; “An U n h r  and L‘nwise Move to b s e  Second- 
Clxs Rates.” A d n  h 52 (March 1911): 71; ‘‘An Unpopular Rider,” ibid., 104; F d  
-4. Munsey, “The Magzine Postage Problem,” Murn?’~ 45 (April 1911): 14-18. 

Curer quoted in r\rrhur W. Dum, Fmm fimion m Hkniing, I888-I921 (Xov York, 
1922), 137. See also Anderson. William H d  Zfi, 205-35. 
a .Vm Ywk Mcdxialjoumal to John K e n ,  11 Feb. 1911,6U-J79, Senate Records. This 

tilc s well as 6LbH28.4, House Records, contains dozens of other telepms. m d y  
tiom advertising firms. national rnquines, and allied inrerests. See also h n h  b i z .  25 
Fcb. 1911, 3, 13; .C’c’PJplpnriom, 23 Feb. 1911, 10-11. The rather short life of this proposal 
a n  be traced in CottprrsssionalRCcai, 6Ist Cong.. 36 scss. (1911j, 3849, W44-105, 433-1; 
.5. Doc. No. 820,61st Cong., 3d sess. (1911); S. Doc. No. 541,61st Cong., 3d sm. (1911); 
Lwis H. Hancy, “LMapzine Advertising and the Postal Deficit,” Journal ofRditd Emn- 
m”: 19 (Apnl 1911): 338-43. 
’’ B. E Simmons to Bournc 18 Fcb. 1911; Bourne to Simmons. n.d.. Second-Ch Mad 

File. box 26. Bourne P3pcn (University ofOregon Lib?); Jma Holt, CimpmklInnrr-  
/mtsandrhr Pnr?y+-mn, 1909-1916 (Gmbricfgc Mass., 1963; Ksnneth W. Hechlcr. Insur- 
,-: Pmonuiinrs and Poiinrs of‘thc Zfi Em (Scw York, 1940), csp. 13; David P. Thclcn. 
h h r r  M. La Foikm and the InrtrlZjrnt Spnt (Boston, Mass.. 1976). 75-76. 
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To s a l v q  something tangible f b m  the 1910-11 deliberations, 
agreed to yet another investigation of second-ciass mail costs. Sna- 
tor Penrose, who had chaired the 1906-7 commission, half-hearteq 
offered this solution but believed that it would do little good. 
quarter of a mdhon dollan has been spent in the last fay yean in t h a  
investigations,” Penrose said, adding that a l l  the necessary data had 
long since been massed m d  analyzed. Supreme Court justice Chalcs 
Evans Hughes reluctantly agreed to head the commission, and he was 
joined by Hmard  president L4. hwrcnce Lowell and Chago busin- 
man H q  A. Wheeler, soon to become the first president of the U.S. 
Chamber of The Hughes Commission held hearing 
in New York C iy  and Washington, D.C., but devoted most of its 
energy to reanalyzing data already generated. Undertdung the m a t  
sophisticated cost ascertainment to date, the commission found that 
the Post OtKce spent about 5.3 cents for each pound of second-class 
matter it hmdled, excluding overhead expenses that could not be 
assigncd ro one class or another. The commission rejected various 
proposals for restructuring the second-class rate schedule, inc1ud.q 
a surcha3e on advertising and zoned postase, in hvor of doubling 
the postage to nvo cents a pound. Despite the commission’s com- 
pelling evidence, Congress did not rush to embrace a rate hike on 
newspapers and mapzincs in 3 presidential election year.45 

When it was too late, Taft realized the political folly of ;tntagoniz- 
ing the press. “It was not necessary for me to run amuck [sic] among 
the magzincs and attempt to curtail the profit they made in the trans- 
portation of their products a t  an unconscionable low ntq” Eifi 
observed bitterly after his 1912 defeat.46 Although the l eabg  stu- 
dent of Taft’s press relations believes that the president pushed hr 
the postage increase “out of desire to get back at those who had treated 
him badly,” Taft in bct was impelled by more than persond ~ I I ~ u s . ~ ‘  
The drive to reform the second-class rate structure fit squarely with 
T&’s broader agenda to overhaul the federal budgerary pmcess and 
administrative practices. Politics doubtless colored T&’s plans, but 

Gmgmmimuf Rcrorri, 61st Cong.. 3d sess. (1911). 4334. quote at 4089; Joint Resolu- 
tion 16, 36 Sur. 1458 (1911); Publirhm’ Wr@. 4 March 1911, 11034. UO7; 11 March 
1911, 1207-8; Pnna’  Id, 16 March 1911. 30; “Bg Polida Versus the Magazka,” 

Is  H.R Doc. So. 559, 62d Cong . Id  sess. (1911). 53-151. ap. 13748; the C o b  
sion’s papers mnd cxhibirs arc in 62..1-F30.1, House &cords; “ D o u b h s  the Postal lh 

* T& to Otto Bannard, 11 Sov. 1912. quored in ;indenon, Willinn Hmnl w, 2U. 

toni 26 ( A p d  1911): 521-23. 

on Pnnt.” L r m ?  Lhpt 44 (9 M m h  1912): 468. 

J u e p n s ,  Nwsfmm the Whizz H m c .  118. 
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hi*; ,,l$xrive was part of a decades-old movement to do something 
J~ol lr  the postal subsidy jealously parded  by the press. 

Letter M a l e s  versus Publishers 

. l i k * ~  clefeat in 1912 and shrinbng postal deficits-indeed a surplus 
,11 1913, the first in f o q  years-temporarily relieved pressure to cur- 
cjil o r  r w m p  the second-class mail privilege.48 Meanwhile, the post- 
nlJSter general and maden who believed that letter postage subsidued 
[hz circulation of periodicals kept the issue alive. 

The Post Office’s 1913 annual report provides a revealing snap- 
& o r  ofthe department’s importance to the publishing industry and 

turn suggests the publishing industry’s importance in the dissemi- 
nJtlon of culture. For the first time, a year’s second-class mdings 
c x ~ ~ ~ i f e d  one bd ion  pounds, enough to fill 26,440 railway cars and 
Jbour  double the volume of ten years before. The department esti- 
n1,wa-i that this total Lccompriseci more than 5,000,000,000 single 
c o ~ i e ~ .  or approximately 50 copies for each man, woman, and child 
In rhc county.” Ofcourse, such avenges are deceptive; some house- 
holds probably received several publications by post each week and 
others received none. Because dady newspapers relied heavily on news- 
swnd sales and delivery by private carriers, the bulk of the periodical 
mail consisted of‘ weekly newspapers a d  magazines. Of the 28,707 
periodicals authorized to mail at the pound rate, dadies held 2,554 
pcrmirs; tn- md semiweeklies, 700; weeklies (both newspapers and 
m a p h a ) ,  17,190; semimonthlies, 631; monthlies, 5,466; bimonth- 
lies, 281; quarterlies, 1,532; and others, 353. Although second-class 
matter was mailed fiom 11,091 post offices, 80 percent of the postage, 
proponional to weight, was collected in fifty cities. Ten cities-New 
kbrk, Chicago, Philadelphia, St. Louis, Boston, Gnsas City, Min- 
nmpolis, Cincinnati, Des Moines, and St. Paul-accounted for sightly 
more than halfof the second-class mail by weight. Publishers in New 
York City done entered 20 percent of the nation’s second-class mail; 
Chicago was second with 9.4 

Woodrow Wilson’s postmaster general, Albert S .  Burleson, held 
out a tantalizing possibility in each annual report issued between 1913 
and 1916: that raising second-class rates might make it b i b l e  to reduce 
lever postage. Burleson repeatedly recommended that, at least as a 

48 A small surplus reporred for 1911 was xtually the result of questionable bookkeeping 

49 Ibid.. 325-28. 
pnctices. ilnnual (1913). 5-7. 
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%a. :la 
INTERESTING INFORJL4TION 

After the Yew Zone Mail Rates on the adveltising pages of the 
magazines are in full effect, magazines carrying 5% reading matter and 
SOZ advertising matte: will pa); the following rates on entire publication. 

Wlll pay 
Isf.!nd zO?(t'j 3rdZOSE 4th ZONE k h  ZONE 6th ZOSE :lh ZONE dch ZOSE 

Cost of distributing them wili be 42 4 2  4.2 6:: 7 2  9" 13,$, cents per Ib. 

2;; 2;:' 16 3;16 m.00 3% LOU 45 100 a,& cents  per Ib. 

1 0 0  100 LOO im 100 100 

Sui1 lzclving a loss to the  department as foilows : 

r u i . u E  WRITE us A ~ D  W E  WILL TELL YOU Woae ABOCT IT. 

N a t i o n a l  O o e  Cent Letter PostaQe Associal loo,  CIeveJond, 0. 
(UVERI 1519 Cuardidn 81dx 627 ti31 Euclid .%venue. 

L0bbV;yfi H&hw P d i C a l  Rarer * Thc National One Csnt Letter Postage .%so&- 
non disrnbured many such cards iu pan ofirs m p a i p  for highcr second4ass rates, whch 
it bclincd Lvould dlow tbr J xducnon in tirst-ilass postage. {kprintrd fi-orn file 182, Records 
k!atlng to XI Increase in Second-Class Postage Rates. Rrcords of the Post Otfice Deparr- 
mmt. RG 28. National .irchives.) 

first step, Congress double magzine postage. Early in 1914, Congress 
opened hearings on the postmaster general's plan and heard fiom the 
mdgzine industry and ddvertiscrs. Burleson's insistence on linkmg 
a reduction in first-class postage with an increase in second-class rates 
heartened the Xational One-Cent Letter Postage Association. The 
association's avowed mission was to secure the reduction of letter 
postage fiom two cents, where i t  had been set in 1883, to one cent 
an ounce. Like the postmaster genenl, the association repeatedly 
asserted that first-class mail subsidized the circulation of periodicals. 
But the group's hidden purpose, according to advertisers and pub- 
lishers, was to undercut merchandisers operating nationally. The Letter 
Postage Association's membership consisted mainly of locd retailers, 
who may have felt threatened by mail-order firms, especially after the 
introduction of the parcel post in 1913. Businesses also used first-class 
mail for correspondence, b h g ,  and direct-md advertising. Although 
thc association fiuled to secure its central god, i t  provided a rallying 
point for diverse nongovernment interests working to reduce the postal 
subsidy enjoyed by the press. In 1917 it claimed the support of about 
one thousand organizations, including man)' chambers of commerce 
and business leagues.50 

jo Ibid., 28-29; (1914), 31-32; (1913'1, 35-37; (19161, 31-33; Ram ofPoqca  second- 
and Part Raadr. 63rd Cong., c h  Mail: Hrariys && rbc H o w  Cmnmimc on thc Port 
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Congress and the Postal Subsidy 

$I , ,~& h e r  the Sixty-fifrh Congress convened and the United S tms  
r‘lllc.rd the Fis t  U‘orld War, Postmaster General Burleson renewed 

p s d  stm@e with 3 clever gambit-he chmgtrd the venue ofdeci- 
d u n g .  Burleson recommended that the House Ways and M a n s  

c*,,,lmiittee headed by majoriry leader Claude Kitchin, a North Caro- 
~ ~ ~ ~ . l  l l e m o c ~ t ,  p p p l e  with second-class rates as part of the omni- 
hLl3 tt‘x Revenue Bill. The House passed a bill ch+g distance-based 
mrc.\; O ~ I  thc entire contents of publications, but the Senate, in con- 
[rJ>r. focused on the extent of commercialization exhibited by peri- 
, ,~li.ils seeking the subsidized me. The conference committee crafted 

tirid wsion fiom elements of both plans, and the flat editorid- 
z c , l l ~ L i  di-ertising rate structure was passed JS part of the 1917 War 
fi\ Cnuc: -\cI.~* 

Throughout the deliberations, ktchin doggedly pushed for re- 
,rnlitured second-class ntes m d  seized the opportunity to inveigh 
JLT;IIIisr the press in general md mqizinss in parricuhr. The W3ys ;md 
< [ ~ ~ n s  Committee unanimously backed the proposal, Ktchin told 
[hc House, with “no hesitancy, no reluctance, no doubt ds to the 
ppbert)’ and the right to materially increase the rate on the second- 
c l~ss  mil matter.” Publishers alone among manuhcturers expected 
rhc goi-ernment to pay the cost of transporting their products, Kit- 
chin iornphned. The below-cost second-class rate “is a clear sub- 
sicl:, to the publishers-a clear, legalized robbery by them of the peo- 
ple of SS9.000,OOO.” Three Curtis Publishing Company magazines 
enjoyed a public subvention of $4.7 mdhon a year, and the N m  Twk 
Tiws paid only one-fifih of the cost of mailing its ten mdlion pounds 
of nempapers a year, he said. In the conference committee, House 
mcmbm, led by Kitchin, threatened to hold up passage of the War 
Rsvenue Bill unless it contained a rate hike for publishers. Kitchin 
b o  insisted that deliberations be kept confidemi2 to discourage pub- 
lis hers ’ lobbyists .5f 

2d sess. (1914); Einrrrh Errau, 14 Feb. 1914,3; Mail MJoumal ,  March 1914, 13; P n n a ’  
Ink 19 kb. 1911, 17-26. Sce also the file on rhe One-Cent Letter Postage .+sociation. 
Saticnal Philatelic Collection (Srnithsonian Insrimtion); &jjaiI Onier JoumaI, April 1913, 
20; Press Release, 14 April 1913, Post Office Department Press Releases V.S. Postal Sen- 
ice L i m n ) ;  &-&t D n p - k . ~  Ponagr: Hranw Bcfim the S ~ P  Gmminrc on Port O@xs 
and p a  m, 64th Cong., 2d s a .  (1917). 
’’ Burleson to Kitchin, L2 April 1917, Records Relating to an Increase in Second-CIass 

Postage htcs ,  file 182, Records of the Post Ofice Depmment, RG 28 (Xationd .hchives) 
[hereafter cited as tile 182, POD kcor&] .  
’’ The House debate on the postal provisions of the War &venue Bill occurred mainly 

in Ma!. md September 1917. See C b y m d  Rzd .  65th Cong.. 1st xss. (1917,214849, 
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The Senate, less willing to alienate publishers, initially rejected my 
postage increase, but J plan put fonvarci by Georga Democnt Thoma 
W. Hardwick and backed by the Post Office influenced the confer- 
ence committee. Hardwick proposed raising postage on the adver& 
ing contents of publications over three yem until it reached eight 
cents 3 pound, the approximate cost of handling second-class mail. 
k a d n g  matter, in contrast, would continue to enjoy the highly s u b  
sidized rate of one cent a pound. Both rates would remain flat-that 
is, not vary by distance. He argued that distributing advertising-filled 
periodicals at  subsidized ntes enriched publishers more than it enriched 
the nation’s intellectual and cultural life. He presented evidence on 
publications’ circulation by mail, post3ge thereon, percent of adver- 
tising, income fiom advertising, cost of paper, and subscribers’ con- 
tributions to reipenue (see Table 1). Subscribers to the Satrrnh? Evm- 
iy Port, for c m p l e ,  paid S1.30 J year KO receive the Curds publication, 
but, by Post O f k e  estimates, the company reaped S6.73 in advertis- 
ing per subscripdon. Issucs a-mged  bout J pound apiece and ordinar- 
ily contained 50 to 60 percent adverrising; businesses paid $5,000 
to purchase a full page. A surcharge for advertising contents would 
reflect the private knefits that publishers realized &om using the public 
posts, Hardwick explained, md the low editorial rate would honor 
the nation’s venenble commitment to foster the dissemination of pub- 
lic i n f ~ r r n a t i o n . ~ ~  

A 

rate hike appeared inevitable, however, underlying fissures in the pub- 
lishing industxy widened. Magxines, dependent on the mails to reach 

2352-58, 2408. 2773-77, 2813-19, 7557-73, 7585, 7597-98; Kitchin quoted in ibid., 
485-90. Sec also the trade journals ,Mail OnLrJoumal. Edim c!! Pubkbm, Pubkhn’  ha- 
ih?, h r r h  Erma: and Pnrza’ Ink for those two months. On the major House players, 
see -ilex ,M. , h e n ,  CLzd Eztiin and the W i h  U‘wpolicics (Boston, &Mass., 1937); Randall 
B. Riple); Parry in thc H o w  ofRqnrmmnirs iM;ashington, D.C., 1967),25-27,42; 
Charles Gilben, Anmian Financing of World War I (U‘estport, Conn., 1970). 52-93. 

J3 Rprmuc tu D+v War Expnrrrr: H m n y  + the Snlan &mime MI Finance7 65th 
Cons.. 1st ses. (1917.633-58; First .Isistarit Postmaster General John C. Koons to Hard- 
wick. 23 .May 1917, tile 182, POD &cords; Mcmomciurn tbr Enator Hardxvick, n.d., 
ibid; ChgmsbnalRcrai, 6354-56.6399-6116.7606-33; Editor<- PUbk~her, 18 .iug. 1917, 
6 ;  h r t h  Erma, 25 .\ug. 1917, 2. 5. 23. I ’* finrrth h a .  19 Mav 1917.2. 10-11; €dim<- Pr&rblirim 19 Mav 1917.56. 16; h w  

. 

to oLf;.r War Erptnsrz, 22342.  -408-84.639-57; P n n a ’  Ink, 10 M3y 1917, 109-13; 17 
May 1917, 62-72; Puiri5tirn’ .+*riIiuT, 19 May 1917, 1. 4. I 
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52 10.1 1.62 1.50 
46 26.0 3.92 2.50 
33 9.8 .36 1.50 
55 16.3 3.37 1 . j O  
51 33.3 4.44 3.00 
46 8.5 1.70 1.30 
54 51.2 6.73 1.50 
50 12.3 3.96 3.00 
28 8.1 1.06 2.00 

their widely dispersed readers, remained most steadfist in opposition 
to a distance-based rate strucmre. Their trade group, the Periodical 
Publishers Association, arranged for members to bombard Congress 
uith telegrams during the gestation of the bill. Farm journals and trade 
magxzinrs claimed that any measure curtailing the widest dissemina- 
tion of the latest technical intelligence would impair the nation's 
pioductivity during the war. Medical journals, appealing to war- 
inhmed patriotism, predicted that higher postage would result in 
continued & h e n c a n  dependence on Gcrmm publications for the latest 
research findings. Popular magazines editorialized publicly and lob- 
b i d  behind the sccnes against 3 rate hike. Labor groups maintained 
that J zone system would cut readership md cost jobs. Publishers 
threatened to move printing ficilities to Chicago or to another cen- 
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t d y  located city to minimize costs if the zone system became Iaw.35 

Newspapers remained in the background during the initial con- 
sideration of the bill, perhaps because metropolitan dailies were la 
dependent on the mails than magazines. Eventually, though, the posd 
committee of the L h e n c a n  Newspaper Publishers haciat ion (ANPA) 
decided that dosing ranks with mapzine interests was the best strategy 
to pursue in Iobbymg Congress. To the chagrin ofmagazines, howeve, 
it became apparent that iLVPL4’s fill-back position was to endorse a 
zone system, but one with lower rates for mailings within three 
hundred miles. This would accommodate dailies that mailed a 1 9  
part of their output, especidy the magazine-like Sunday editions, 
to their rural hinterlmds.56 Small-town newspapers broke ranks with 
their larger counterparts and endorsed the plan to calibnte postage 
to distance. It ‘‘mans less rnd-order competition for the local mer- 
chmts, and less centdization for the merchandizing interests of the 
large cities,” Prrbfishm’ hxzliauy claimed.57 

By & the most common warning sounded by the opposition was 
a p n s t  the zone proposal’s sectionalizing tendencies. All classes of 
magazincs and a fay city newspapers invoked this argument. The Xm 
Ymk Eveniy  rtibiZ, whose very name attests to the centrality of the 
posts in ,2mericm journalism, observed, “The mqpzine a d  the 
newspaper with J National circulation are the great mediums for the 
exchange of sentiment on this geeat continent; . - - for the welding 

” Cbpmima1 Rad, 3148; Pn’na’  Ink, 10 ,Ma): 1917.79-83, 109-13; lettm and tel- 
e p m s  to rrprcsenncives, 36 April-17 .May 1917,65A-Hl4.9. House Records. The vari- 
ous combinaaons of postage and taxa considered by the Finance Committee can be txaced 
in the June 1917 issues of Prina’  In&, h r t b  Erazn, Publirhm’ ,&ilinty, and Editm Cp 
Publishn: 

Prinprs’ Ink, 10 May 1917, 109-13; .VcrPrp.rpndom, 10 May 1917, 7; Eburth h, 12 
May 1917,8,26; 19 May 1917,2. 10-11; iVcwsppdm, 24 ,May 1917,4. On the dcvclop 
merit of fearurc-filled Sunday ediaons at this rime see .Wed M. kc, Dai(7 Y q p  in 
Amnia (New York. 1937), 3 9 7 4 3 .  The rural prcss’s nade journal complained, ‘‘There 
are aties of tiom ten to twenty thousand people as fir as 300 miles f b m  Chicago where 
there M mom Chicago Sunday papen sold than the total circulation of the I d  p a p -  
And this is tmc because the pvemment  has carried the big city papers to those towns 
at  a price chat is fir k i o w  the actud cost of the transportation. and has also probided East 
mail trains for the purpose of cfisrributing these big t i t ) .  papen in the shortest possible 
time” Publirhm’ Azcaby 19 May 1917.4. For ciixursions ofhow the L&XI p r ~  penmtd 
the countq.side, see Roben E. Park, “Urbanizarion as Mcasured by Nexspaper Circula- 
tion,” Amrrican Joumaiuf.SxWh~v 3 j (July 1929): 60-79; Wayne E. Fuller, RFD: 77.v Chay  
1% h r  of Rum1 , i h  (Bloomington. Ind., 1964), 291-300. 
’’ Pltblisilm’ .clXiliaT, L? .Ma! 1917, 1; Edim P Publirhn: 21 July 1917,6; Phil C. Bing, 

Thr Gun? T.t‘u.i!v ( S s r  Y x k ,  1913, 2 N j . 2 6 6 4 7 ,  281. &e ibid., 4 .\US. 1917. 18-11, 
for dn advemszrnenr touting the supcriori~~ of n c x s p q m  over mapzincs in reaching a 
national audience: “it‘s more like neighborhood. intimate tiiencily s tu t f ,  rather than h e  
an occxional  [k] visitor.” 

‘ 
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,,,~chcr of the thought md feeling of a widely diversified Po+- 
nc;rl. scattered &om the A%tlantic to the Pacific.” Second-class postage 
flJduated accordmg to distance, it feared, would create sectional pub- 
[j&iflg zones in the East, Midwest, and West. “And with three &- 
rillit zones of publication we Fdce the prospect of the creation of three 
distinct zones of thought and feeling. We bce the destruction of that 
Lw~t force which we have been striving to crate-the force of a united 
public opinion and a crystallized National sentiment.”s* 

Although the War &venue Act addressed immediate financial 
nerds, its postal provisions capped two decades of effort to restruc- 
mrr the second-cim mail subsidy. Rmding matter continued to enjoy 

highly subsihzed flat rate-raised slightly to 1.25 cents a pound on 
1 July 1918 and to 1-50 cents a year later. Adveitising portions, 
hc.wver, paid higher rates graduated accordmg to distance. The rates 
nm in four steps every 1 July &om 1915 to 1921. When h l ly  eEcc- 
ti1.e the new schedule c h m e d  c3ch pound ofadvertising matter horn 
j, minimum ofnvo cents, tor 150 or fewer miles, to a maximum of 
ten cents, for 1,800 or more miles. Since 1885, this same matter had 
paid one cent a pound. Finally, the War Revenue Act created an ttspe- 
tidy low rate for the publications of certain nonprofit organizations, 
;1 postage xivantage such groups still enjoy.59 

9 

Zoned Postage in the Politics of the Late Progressive Era 

Why did the longdebated restmcruring of the second-class mail sub- 
sidy finally pass in 1917 and in the form of zoned advertising postage? 
Tacking the postal reform onto emergency wmime legislation 
undoubtedly fkilitated its passage. More important in understand- 
ing the particular form it took, though, was the nature of Woodrow 
Wilson’s Progressive coalition in Congress. 

Wilson’s 1916 electod victory was built on a coalition that 
“included progressives of both parties who fivored Wilson’s reform 
legislation”; isolationists, pacifists, and immigrants eager to avoid war; 
‘ ‘ h e r s  and laborers responding to the administration’s growing con- 
c m  for them; and Southerners long loyal to the Democratic Party,” 

’’ €miry .Waif, quoted in “To Put Periodic& Out of Business.” Outlook 116 (16 May 
1917: 97. See &io “The Move to Foster Sectionalism md Hinder Education.” Gal ;igr 
10 2 3  Dec. 1916): 1054; “h Blow 31 Nu’auonal Cnir).,“ €y’m’y M 74 (23 Dec. 1916): 
758-39; ”Opposition to Postage Zone S ~ m m . ”  €ginwing Ycm 77 (4 Jan. 1917): 3637;  
’‘ ‘Zone’ Postal Rates.” Nunbn. 11 Jan. 1917, 38; “The Principle Vndrrlying Senspaper 
Post~ge Rates.” Gmmnriaf and Fimncinl CI[Jnmrik 105 (22 S p t .  1917): 11434.  ’’ u) U.S. Sur. 327-28. 



David Burner observes. “Sectionally, the alliance united the nu‘hj South 
and the rural West. . . . ’m When the Sixty-fifrh Congress convened 
in March 1917, the Democrats enjoyed a comfortable majority in the 
Senate (56.3 percent) but only a slight edge in the House. Democrats 
strengthened their hand in the House by appointing powerfir1 con- 
gressmen, many of them Southerners, to key committee posts. Zoned 
advertising postage had a dual ~ p p d  for the Wilson coalition: it sm& 
at large, eastern-based periodicals and at publications that seemed to 
fivor &4mencan entry into the European war.61 

As the debate over zoned advertising postage evoked, the r u d  
Democratic majority gradudly recognized the long-term benefits of 
this policy solution. Postage would be raised mrunly on national map- 
zines md on a handhi of the large urban papers issued fiom north- 
eastern cities and a few industrial centen in Great L&es states. This 
spared their constituents, the rural md small-town press. Moreover, 
calibrating postage to advertising struck a blow, however swt, against 
the encroachments of national market institutions. Finally, rural 
Americans distrusd‘ui of the culture pun-eyed by national magazines 
embraced this measure as fiording some protection. Not surprisingiy, 
the chief congressional proponents of zoned advertising postage 
represented rural stares and 

Attitudes toward the war figured in the debate over second-class 
p o s q e  once elemenrs of the press became associated in the popular 
mind with munitions manuficturers and financiers who stood to 
benefit fiom American involvement. This cleavage coincided with the 
urban-runl split-interventionist sentiment ran highest in the urban 
Northeast and lowesr in the rural Midwest and South. The maga- 
zines and castern newspapers that promoted American entry into the 
war were branded the “parasite press” by isolationists; indeed, Brit- 
ish propagandists used such publications to cultivate inten.enti0n.h 
sentiment in the United States. Whatever their editorial position on 
the war, the leading national magizines appeared guilt). by location: 
the congressional delegations most consistently in hvor of American 
intervention in 1916 represented the trade areas of Philadelphia, 

6o Da\id Burner, “The Breakup of the W h n  Coalition of 1916,” Nid-,inn;Ca 43 (Jan. 
1963): 18; David Burner, Thc Poiinis ufPnniwdinn: Thr Dnuwmtzi Pa? in Tnmririon, 
1918-1932 (Sew York, 1968), 3-73; Wiebe, BWrnrrntv~l and R+m. 211; Arthur 5. Link, 
U ’ d m  &’iLrun and thc P n g r s s h e  Em, 1910-19I1 (Sew York. 19541, 250. 

’‘ Kenneth C. .Manis, The HirmtiCaI Aitku of Poliricai Parrirr in rhc L’nzzd Stam Cinps, 
1789-1939 (Yew Yo&, 1989). 171-72. 

42 The most wderous proponents of hlgher posqe  on mapines and larger newpapers 
w m  Rep. ~ ’ i l l i r u n  Gordon of Ohio, Scn. Hard\vick of Georgia. Rep Krchin of N o h  
caohna, k p .  John A. Moon of Tennesser, and Scn. Attee Pomercne of Ohio. 
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fi,,coll, Buffdo, sew York, and Pittsburgh, and most magazines of 
I , ~ l f l o ~ ~ ~ l  import issued fiom New York, Philadelphia, or 
oIlrC rhc L‘nited States declared war, former isolationists such as Kit- 
&hlrl  ltisisted that those who were likefy to profit kom involvement 
,h0\ilci b a r  the cost. According to the New Ymk Times, Kitchin told 
u , ( l c h ~ r n  colleagues that ‘‘since the Northeast had been responsible 
t,)r the preparedness program, he wouid see to it that those above 
[hc h j m n  Jnd Dkon h e  would pay for i t  in Zoned adver- 
rL,llls pasty struck at northern magazines m d  newspapers, the alleged 
l, , l tTiItxts of the intenentionkt campaign. 

-rile pnncipd advocate of zoned advertising postage in the cabi- 
rlc-r, Postmaster Gcnenl Burleson, shared many traits with the Wil- 
\Oll d i r i o n  in Congress. Burleson came &om the South, had 
n.twsrntrd Texs in the House !?om 1899 to 1913, md,  though con- 
\cg Jtive on social matters, considered himself a Progressive. While 

Congess, Burleson consistently sided with those who believed in 
usins government resources for the benefit of W n a n  interests-a 
n.iord of some import, perhaps, in understanding his later stand on 
zoned ke r t i s ing  postage. In less guarded moments and 3t hendly 
public forums, Burleson repeatedly said that he welcomed a revision 
In wond-class rates that would M most heady on national m q -  
zmes 3nd metropolitan newspapers. And as chief dispenser of the 
dministntion’s patronage, Burleson was in a strategic position to cul- 
ante congressional support. Although Roomelt and m had brought 
burth-slass postmasters-the largest block of patronage-into the civil 
senice, Burleson esercised enough discretion in makmg appointments 
to mmrd congressional deleptions friendly to the adrmnistration. Also, 
ti)r many legislative matters, Burleson served as the White House’s 
principal liaison i l t h  Capitol H111.6’5 

Whatever polidcal motivations lay behind passage of zoned adver- 
rising postse, Burleson appreciated this policy solution to a long- 
.rtan&ng problem in government-business relations. Retaining a low, 
tht  n te  on reading matter eqabled publications to continue their 
historic task of binding 3 diverse people into one nation, BurIeson 
wmc: in his 1917 annual report. But higher, zoned rates on advertis- 

‘’ &chard F. k n x l .  S r C n k ~ l ~ b ~  and .hrnian Political h l o p m e n t ,  1880-1980 (htdd- 

R ~ ~ c . h c f  L. Watson. Jr.. “.A Testing Time for Southern Concpsiond Lctadenhip: The 
Cnsis of 1917-1918.” JmmI of.%t4thmr H+ 4-4 (Feb. 1978): 3 4 ,  quore A t  7. 

‘’ .Ufnan -4ndenon. “President Wilson‘s Politician: .Ubert Sidnc  Burleson of Texas.” 
.Enrrl,mm Hirmncal Qtylrm[v ;17 (Jan. 197-4): 339- j4; ,Address of Burlcson to the .%mud 
Gmvention of the Naaonal Harduxc .lsociaaon of thc United Sates, 15 Oct. 1919. book 
2-4. Burleson Papers (Lib? of Congrcss). 

wn. \Vis.. 1984). 



ing reflected the government’s costs in c a q i n g  mail fiom which pub- 
lishers profited. Adi*ertisemen ts in periodicals now paid rates more 
closely approaching those charged advertising circulars in the third 
class, Burleson added. Furthermore. applying parcel post zones to 
advertising recognized that advertisements, though informadon, bore 
some relation to commerce and therefore should be subject to a similar 
postage schedule.66 

President Wilson, preoccupied with war matters, remained l ~ @ y  
noncommittal about the posed reform. Shortly before signing the Wx 
Revenue Ax, Wilson incficrited that he knew of the earlier govern- 
ment investptions supporting higher second-class postqe. “I must 
believe there are nvo sides to the question.” he wrote to the editor 
of Szucessf;rf Fnnniv, “and that the conclusions mived a t  by these 
inquiries x e  worth putting into esect, at  any n t e  to make sure of 
their resuI1s.’’6~ M e r  Wilson signed the law, publishers pressed the 
White House KO postpone or moth4  the postal provision. Edward 
W. Bok, editor of the Curtis Publishing Company’s W ~ J ’ H U W J W ~ -  
nal, questioned the equity ofimposing the zone system when publi- 
cations supported the war effort through public service adveertising 
c3mpa.p~. Indeed, months befbre, ne3sury secretary W ~ a m  M G ~ ~ O O  
had warned the president that increasing second-class postage might 
impenl free publicity for the Liberty Loan cinve.68 When Bok in 1918 
asked Wilson to appoint a commission of business leaders-“not a 
group of non-comprehending Congressmen”-to r e k v  the matter, 
the president exhibited some interest in placating the publishers. “I 
hate to suggest it,” he wrote Burleson, “but perhaps we had better 
let these men feel that they have never been denied a hearing on 3ny- 
thing they chose to 

A ILft between Progressives and the Popular Press 

The 1917 postal reform also reflected the paradoxical and etrolving 
relationship between the press and Progressive politicians. In 1910, 
Progressives had opposed the T&-initiated proposal for a rate hike. . 

Annual Rrport (1917, 60-64; Pnnm’ Ink, 6 Dec. 1917, 25-28. 
67 Wdson to EdLbin T. Meredith. 2 Oct. 1917; x e  also Meredith to Joseph Tumuln, 

1 Ocr. 1917. ~ J C  P u p  of’ U v d m  Wikun, ed. . i n h u r  S. Link et al. (Pnnceron. N. J., 
1966- ). 43 3 7 ,  289, 291. 

6’ hic.4doo to Wilson. 25 Sept. 1917. ibtd., 44.25; 
69 Correspondence between Bok md LV.t’tlson quored in Salmz J. Steinbes. in 

the ,Marktplrw: Eduwrd W Bok and tbc LAdics’ H m  Jmml (Baton b u s  La.. 1979), 
128-29. 
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The dlimie benvern Progressive politicians m c i  popular map- 
Z111cs b t . p  ifissolling around 1910. The mipzinrs, flush with ~dver-  
tlsins, b m m e  more consenative &er 1912. Even worse, muckrak- 
ing journalists and Progressive politicians saw ownership of some of 
[heir leading outlets change hands. IMuckrakers began charging that 

,mup of business conspirators w s  working to silence journalistic 
cnrics by buying mapzines. Although historians sympathetic to the 
m u c k d i n g  movement have echoed this accusation, the preponder- 
mcc of cvidence sugests otherwise. The edirod lack of business x u -  _ _  
men, the saturation of thc marker with too many similar mapzines, 
mil 1 decline in public interest more likely accounted for the chang- 
ing ownership of crusading magzines. Whatever the cause, journals 
of mass circulation grew less inclined to accommodate the Progres- 
sives’ exposks and poliricd prescriptions. Reform-minded writers and 
Iw-makers increasingly turned to the journals of opinion such as the 
XCW &public, the Independtfnt, the Public, and the Suwey to put their 
message before the public, albeit a smaller segment of it.’’ 

S i p s  of the Progressives’ shlfiing view of the press could be seen 
in the Newspaper Publicity Act, passed as a rider to the 19U postal 
appropriations bdl. In keeping with Progressives’ belief that public 
xruriny curbed business abuses, the 3ct made use of the subsidized 

‘O Jcan B. Quaniit. Fnm thc Small T m  ta tbc G m t  Communze: Tbe k h z l  Thmght 3 f  
h y m s i w  Inalhcauzlr (Se\r BrunswEick. N. J., 1970) analyzes the central place of commu- 
niciition in the thinking of Progressives. 
” Michar1 D. Marcaccio, “Did a Business Conspin‘? End Muckdung! .+ Reexamina- 

tion.” 7 j i c  Hiramhn 47 (Sov. 1984): 58-71; Perenon, . M w i w s  in rhc T m h b  Gnnrry, 
H8; John -4. Thompson. Rqbmm and War: . h m i a n  PraCqnain Publicins and the Fint 
H X f  Wb (Cmbndgc Engiand. 1987). chdp. 2; Thelen. Rabm .M. Ia f i f h z ,  150. 
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second-class rate conditional on the disclosure of three kinds of infor- 
mation. First, the law prescribed that periodicals publish the rima 
of their ownes and stockholders twice a year; this provision addressed 
the concern that some publications were sec+etly controlled by interne 
who used their columns to influence public opinion. Second, the a= 
required that daily newspapers publish J sworn statement attesting 
to their circulation; these figures-the basis for advemsing rates-had 
been self-reported and long suspect. A more effective remedy, the 
industry-sponsored ,liudit Bureau of Circulations, followed TWO years 
later. Third, the 1912 law directed editors to label as “advertisement” 
any material inserted for payment that might be mistaken for a story; 
this aimed a t  the widespread pnctice of disguising advmising as new3 
stories and ehtor ia ls .  The Supreme Court upheld the constitution- 
ality of the Newspaper Publicity Act, and in slightly modified form 
these conditions for admission to the second-dass mad remain today.72 

The Progressives who pushcd through the 1917 p o s d  reform were 
of 3 different outlook than those who rallied to protect the popular 
press fkom 3 rate hike in 1910. Wilson’s coalition reflected more of 
the rural, socially conservative orientation inherited &om William Jen- 
nings Byan  than the cosmopolimn progressivism predominant several 
years before. Thc later Progressives viewed mass circulation magzines 
as commercial enterprises, just another outgrowth O f  3 national mar- 
keting system undesewing of a public subvention. In the coune of 
the 1917 postal deliberations, Iawmakcrs awakened to the reality of 
modern publishing economics: the largest popular m v z i n e s  and 
national trade journals made their money not fiom disseminating ideas 
but fiom delivering readers to marketers. Fat with consumer adver- 
tising, the Santhy  €vexzing Port was singled out as epitomizing rims 

circulation magazines. “CommerciaUy, as a magazine that c a A d  
national advertising and allied itselfwith the naves  business economics 
of standardization and national distribution, the Post created to 
echo and reinforce in its contents the emerging concept of America 
as 3 nation unified by the consumption of standardized c~rnmodi- 
ties,” according to a penetrating history of the magazine.73 S i m h l ~ ,  
trade journals were seen as offshoots of the industries they sewed and 
as beneficiaries of the war-induced mmuhcturing boom. That I m  

’* Acr of.-\ug. 24. 1912 (Xsvxpapcr Publici? .kt), 37 Star. 551; Lavis Publishing CO. 
V. Morpn. 229 C.S. 285; Charles 0. Bennetr. h a  Kthmt Oprnlon: First Ffi Trnn uf 
the .Wit Brcrrau oJCi~zc&rwns (Chiup.  Ill., 1965). 3-70. For a thorough discussion of 
the ;1ct’s o r i p s  md implications, sec Lnda L\\\.;on, “Truth in Publishing: The Sa.spapcr 
h b h u t y  .br JS Government Ekguhtion of the PIUS” (Ph.D. &., IJnivenity oflVashmgton, 
1988). 

73 Cohn. Cmrittq Ammis, 9. 
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Buttressing the New Law 

~ ~ ~ ~ n c n d  by the h a r e ’ s  lack of enthusiasm for the zone plan, m w -  
zlnt‘s .md d i e d  interests campaigned to postpone the law’s effective 
dJtc-1 July 1918-or KO s a p  it ~ltogether.~5 Various brrnchrs of the 
,nJpzinc hdustqp-popular. tmde, Emn, religious, md medicd-along 
ti.irh witers md printing unions, organized the Pubiishers’ Advisov 
&urd to m - i d z e  propqp-da and lobbying efforts. The board’s dim-  
[or. Charles 7. Post, a former newspaper and magazine journalist, had 
gn-cil s vice-chairman of the Woodrow Wilson Independent League 
clfC;llifomia in the 1916 election. Post assembled data and agurnents 
In 2 derailed pamphlet, coordinated testimony of publishers before 
iongrrssional committees, encouraged public figures to write about 
the dangers o f the  zone system, contributed to magazines himself, 
mif, perhaps above all, instructed readers to petition lawmakers. Post 
u.cmted readers to know-and mabpzines obliged with supponive mi- 
des. notices, and graphics-that they would bear the cost of the new 
posta l  h ~ . ’ ~  Throughout 1918, dozens if not hundreds of litenry and 
women’s clubs as well as individuals asked Congress to repeal the new 
postal law. Most of the petitioners resided in the Midwest and West, 
md they a p e d ,  as did Post, that the law discriminated dgainst mden 
hr tiom castern publishing centes.77 

John W. Hillje ‘‘Sew York P v i v e s  and the War Ra-enue Act of 1917.” A’m rarh 
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Pmstrtlejkm P w m i k i  Publirhen * Mapnnes  s n c o u y g d  readers to pennon Congress, 
somplvnmg that zoned postage would reduce the mdabliin of reading mauer. Peurions 
such rhls one uerc to bc returned to Charles J. Post, head of a publishers’ IobbFng 
group, who forwarded them to Conpress. (Rcpnnred fiom fiie 65-1-H14.9, House Corn- 
mitree on Post Office and Post Roads. Records of the U S. House of Rrpresentatives, RG 
46, Srnonal .hchlves.) 

Metropolitan dailies, resigned to the inevitability of some postage 
increase, nonetheless hoped to use their influence to m+ the rates. 
AXPA, the Southern Newspaper Publishers Association, and the 
Inland Daily Press Association backed plans that would have saved 
newspapers, though not mapzines, fiom the full effects of the rate 
hike.’* Small-city dailies and country weeklies, however, broke ranks 
with the metropolitan press. Before the 1917 law, the rural press had 
remained mostly silent or had quietly supported its city counterparts. 
After the law’s passage, small newspapers awakened to the advantages 
of zoned advertising postage. County, state, and regional press soc i -  
ations outside the Northeast adopted resolutions urging Congress to 
stand &t. The foremost advantage of the n a v  law, according to a 
trade journal for the runl press, “is the hct that the publishers of 
periociicals of national circulation d be compcUed to so incmse their 
adin-rising ntrs  that it will open the door of national advertising to 
the smaller papers as never before. . . . ”79 

* 
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Where Do You Live? 
This Map shows the zones created by the Postal Zone Law and 

the postage to be paid on your copy of Power, 

Prior to this Zone L a w  all citizens had equal rights. 
M’hy should not these rights be restored ? 

‘Ask your Congressman! 

zO?d Po%ejkm the Prrdlirllm.’ J’mpvznt P m ,  a McGnu-Hill tndr journd. uxl i  
the zo\tr ofone issue to susest to readen that they would bcu the cost ot‘chr: netv postal 
IJH.. (Rrpnntcd from Paarr 49 [lo June 19191.) . 

s 



The Post Office used its resources to strengthen the hand of law- 
makers resisting the campaign to repeal the new postal policy. First 
assistant postmaster general John C. Koons fbrnished representatives 
and senators with data and arguments to use in responding to consti- 
m e n d *  Moreover, the department gathered data about publications 
that were most vocal in their opposition to the law.*’ In its most ambi- 
tious effort to buttress resolve in Congress, the Post Office in August 
1919 surveyed newspaper publishers. Of6,Oll replies, 4,027 (67 per- 
cent) hvored the law and only 1,984 (33 percent) opposed it. Report- 
ing the findings by congressional districts md states, Koons used the 
survey to show that, despite the protests of national magazines and 
a fexv large dailics, newspapers in most lawmakers’ districts welcomed 
zoned advertising postage. 82 

As 1 July 1918 nemd, the Post Ofl ice issued the forms and h s m c -  
tions needed to calculate postage under the new schedule. Publishers 
continued to complain publicly about the complexity of the new law, 
but their circulation manageis quierly and easily mastered its require- 
ments. Once in effect, the new postal policy did seem to depress m d -  
ings slightly. Second-class mail declined by 3.86 percent during the 
law’s first year, although Post Ofice reyenue from this class rose by 
$4.4 million to a total of $16.1 m a o n ,  nearly half earned fimn peri- 
odicals’ advertising portions. 83 

Blaming the postage increase, publishers raised subscription ntes, 
though trade publications admitted that other costs were being passed 
on to consumers as well. After the law took effect, magazines and, 
to a lesser extent, city newspapers med to eliminate or mod@ the 

Which Favor Zone 4blvanca” [n.d.], tile 182. POD Rccords (twenry-nine county, state 
and regional press associations); ‘‘Annual .Iddress by President. Nanonal Editorial Associ- 
ation.” NatioMI-Prinpr Joumalirr 36 (June 1918): 308; Publirhm’ A x d i z ~ .  1 June 1918, 
1-2; 7. H. Bloom, publisher of DNik Lak Joumf. to Rep. J. A. Moon, 26 June 1918, 
H6SA-F21.1, HOUSC Records: Hiley H. Ward. “Xinctty Years of the National Yewpaper 
Association” (Ph.D. diss.. University of Minnesota, 1977). 231-32 (the NNA formcrly 
was the XE.4). 

For lawmakers’ requests for information to counter publishen’ propaganda, see cor- 
respondence between Koons and Rrp. Herbert J. Drane, 2628  hiarch 1918; Rep. John 
Smith. 9-16 April 1915; Rrp. John A. Kc\; 29 .4pni-3 May 1918; k p .  W. ?Lyra, 9 
AM3yy. 3 June 1918. dl in file 182, POD Records. 

” For thc Post Oflice’s eff01-t~ to gather intelligence on the hrmhril& B a n w .  see Koons 
to Kitchin. 9 March 1918; on Sourhem &mzy. see correspondence bcween Ways and 
M e y s  Committee and Koons, 9-13 .4pd 1918; on the Omaha LVmU-HmU, see Kmns 
to Omaha postmaster. 17 .4ug. 1915; on McGnw-Hiil t ndc  journals, x c  Koons to Rep. 
G r l  Hayden. 14 .jug. 1919. dl Ibld. .U iigorousiy opposed the zone law. 
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h m '  propaganda, 
'8 .March 1918; Rc 

- .he zone law. 
POD Records. 

policy. Their efforts encountered stiffening opposition &om 

(hL' press and the O n e c e n t  Letter Postage .%sociation. Bv the 
cJrll. 1920s, zoned adtreertising postage had become firmiv esnbished 

b.lsis for second-class mail policy. Congress continied to enter- 
n ln  postJge-reduction bills but always within the fiamework devised 
,11 1917.84 

Conclusions 

.A> &bate over zoned advextising postage crested. the nation passed 
n1Ilt.stone in its history: the 1920 census revealed that the Cnited 

sr;irt.s had become a predominantly urban socien-. .Although 
.~rntrnc3ns 3nd their representatives in Congress probabiy did not 
nc)tlcr: thc precise moment when thcy became J minority, the 1917 
p o s ~ ~  reform represented J modest attempt to shore up their waning 
iulture. About four years fier the 1917 law passed, 3 permanent bipar- 
n - a  farmi bloc emerged in Congress to assure that rural interests r e p -  
ljrIl* received an infusion of government resources.85 

The 1917 zoned postage law somewhat belatedly recognized the 
dual nature of p e n o d d s  3s commcrcid products conveying public 
information and culture. Although the American press has long 
chcrished Jnd exrolled its independence fiom government, it joined 
other businesses in capitalizing on two government resources- 
subsidies, which shifted costs From private firms to the public, and 
qulations, which became weapons in intra-industry battles. Nowhere 
w s  this more apparent than in turn-of-the-century postal policy- 
making. Postal administrators, who confionted the American press 
JS J business, launched the campaign to reform the subsidy but 
encountered stiff resistance &om united publishers. Congress entered 
the hy, especially when President Taft pressed fbr higher rates, but 
Progressives initially rebuffed postal reform. 

Thc solution-qoned advertising postage combined with a flat 
edtorid rate-represented an ingenious policy that attracted a diverse 
coalition. For administrators, basing postage on distance transported 

Pr&lirilm',-hriliz~. 27 July 1915, 1. On the continuing ctforts ofrnqzincs and I a q  
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Juiy-15 So\-. 1919, H66r\-H15.5. House Records. 
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and advertising content parti! obviated inquiries into periodiwls' intent 
or  character, a frustrating endeavor that Gsed the specter of censor- 
ship. For the small-town press, the law promised relief fiom head-to- 
head competition with regional and national publications. For poli- 
ticians actuated by feelings of partisanship or vindictiveness, i t  meant 
a diminished subsidy %r unbendy  magazines and metropohn dailies. 
Zoned ddve~ising postage ultimately capitalized on tensions between 
s m d  and mass retailers, among regions, and beween rural and urban 
culture-schisms that overlapped m d  reinforced one another. 


